purgative for the mouth and a pleasure for Allah. When the Prophet came into his house he first of all used the siwiik. 6 When he woke during the night, he cleansed his mouth with it, then washed himself and prayed.7 And the only reason he did not declare its use obligatory for the community before every salat (ritual prayer) was that he feared to burden his followers.8 His servant 'Abd Allah b. Mas'iid was called sahib al-siwak since he was the one who took care of the Prophet's siwak.9 When the Prophet was on his deathbed he cleansed his mouth with the siwak, after Aisha had chewed it so that it became smooth and soft.10 The extent to which the use of the siwik, in the Muslim mind, is associated with the Prophet, may be illustrated by the fact that the tree from which the siwak was prepared was called siwiik al-Nabil1 or "siwaik of the Prophet" in Algeria. In spite of the Prophet's example and the importance he attached to the use of the siwaik, Muslim law (Fiqh) did not make its use obligatory, but only desirable at all times.12
The kind of wood recommended for the preparation of the toothbrush called siwiik or miswak13 is that of the arcik14 tree. Abii Han1fa al-Dinawari, for instance, the ninth-century pharmacologist, states that this tree is best-known for the preparation 7 , p. 187. It should be noted that these ha,adiths do not prove that the Prophet actually used the miswvak. It is perfectly possible that they merely try to give authenticity to a later practice by attributing it to the Prophet. For our purpose, however, it is important to realize that these hadi-ths are reflections of a practice current amongst the Muslims, and that these stories, once in vogue, probably strengthened the existing practice by using the Prophet as the model to be imitated. I thank Dr Lawrence Conrad for his valuable remarks on the interpretation of the different hadiaths cited. 6 Muslim, Tahara, trad. 43. 7 al-Bukhiri, Adhain, bib 8. 8 al-Bukhari, Juma, bab 8. 9 al-Bukhari, Fadai'il al-Sahaba, bab 20. 10 al-Bukhari Maghaz, ab 83. 1 Wiedemann, op. cit, note 2 above, p. 182. 12 See Wensinck's article on the miswaik, op. cit, note 5 above, for a detailed discussion about the use of the miswak according to Muslim law.
13 Neither term occurs in the Qur'an, and in Hadlith only siwak is used. In medical literature both occur. As the citation from Nachtigal shows, the term siwak is used for the toothbrush as well as for the tree from which it is made, which is also called arak; cf. R. Dozy, Supplment aux dictionnaires Arabes, 2nd ed., 2 vols, Leiden and Paris, Brill-Maisonneuve, 1927, vol. 1, p. 707, siwak: "est l'arbre qui porte aussi le nom de arak"; see also note 14 below. Moreover the term siwak is used for the act of brushing the teeth as the citations from al-Majiisl will show; cf. Wensinck's article on the miswak, op. cit., note 5 above.
14 "Der arak-Baum, eine Charakter-Pflanze der subtropischen Steppengebiete, ist Salvadora persica L., Zahnburstenbaum oder (im NT!) Senfbaum (tenth century) remark that the best kind of wood for a siwiik is that which has astringency (qabd) and bitterness (marara). Ibn Butlan37 (eleventh century) recommends the fruit-stalks of the palm-tree, imported from Mecca.38 The wood is made fit for this purpose by chewing its end so that it becomes smooth and fibrous. Its size varies from 4 cm to 20 cm, and its diameter from 1 to 1.5 cm, from what I have seen personally. According to Wiedemann39 its length varies from 15 to 20 cm. The miswiik is not only prepared from the branches or roots of the arak tree, but also from its bark. 40 The use of the siwak, however, was not introduced under Islam. It is an old pre-Islamic custom, which was adhered to by the ancient Arabs to get their teeth white and shiny. For white shiny teeth were a symbol of beauty and attractiveness. The white teeth of the beloved are often compared with a string of pearls in ancient pre-Islamic Arabic poetry.41 Another possible reason for its observance is its contribution to ritual purity.42 This custom was then, according to the Hadith, adopted and Islamized by the Prophet.
In the early Islamic period proper use of the siwaik became part of a cultivated and elegant mode of life. Al-Washsha' remarks:
Know that it belongs to the etiquette of fine, respectable, well-educated, pious, and proud people to use the siwak for cleaning the teeth. For this is, according to them, the most noble cleanliness, the best ritual purity and the most perfect respectability. This is 32 Well-educated, respectable and fine people never behave in that way.44 I have quoted this text in its entirety because it not only informs us about the correct way fine and well-educated people (al-zurafa' wa-al-udabii') should use the siwiik, but also contains unique information about the extravagant use the low and common people (al-sifla wa-al-'awiimm) made of it in those days. They used it all the time, in all positions and circumstances. They used it even when they were in the toilet, talking to someone, taking a bath, in the middle of the street, or even when at the centre of everyone's attention. Neither did they care very much if their siwiik was completely used up, nor did they protect it from dirt and dust as may be clear from al-Washsha's following statement:
It is a custom of well-educated people not to use the miswiik too long so that the end is worn out. This is, according to them, a despicable habit [of the low, common people]. On the contrary, they prepare for their miswaks wrappers of raw silk or bindings of floss silk to save them from defilement and to protect them from dust and dirt. 45 Classical Arab poetry also reflects the use of the siwaik, where it figures as a symbol for the fragrant mouth, the white teeth, the love and beauty of the beloved.46 One ofthe most subtle seems to me the one by Bashshar b. al-Burd (eighth century):
that the latter verse means that He tried him with circumcision, the shaving of the pubes, the washing of the anterior and posterior parts, the siwak, the shaving of the mustache, the cutting of the nails, and the plucking of the hair of the armpit." Though it is quite probable that the ancient Arabs also used the miswak for the sake of ritual purity which was so important to them (see J. Wellhausen, Reste She cleaned her teeth for me with a miswak and by this wanted to tell me how pleasant the taste of her mouth was, how she wanted to improve herself. And really! When the miswak brought to me the spittle of her mouth, cold as ice, like pure water over my hand, then I kissed that which had caressed her mouth and called to it: 0 would that I could be the miswak which, my mistress, was so close to you!47
It is interesting to observe that this kind of toothbrush was not used by the Arabs alone, but other people used something akin to it. The Japanese, for example, called it koyoji,48 while the Romans used mastic49 to rub their teeth and as a toothpick.50 Rabbinic literature5' mentions more than once a kind of wooden stick called in Hebrew qejam52 and in Aramaic qizva,53 which the Jews used for cleaning the teeth.
Though this term is usually translated as toothpick, Preuss54 supposes that it is more probably a kind of toothbrush. Though Preuss may be right that sometimes the qesam was used in this way, it should be noted that the same term is also used for the small wooden stick with which young girls used to keep the holes in their ears open.55 It is easier to imagine that the size of this stick was that of a toothpick, ratherthan that of a toothbrush. Moreover, the terminology employed in one source56 refers clearly to the The approaching death did not stop the Prophet-may Allah bless and save him-from requesting a siwak, for this is verily the most noble object which one can use and approve of. For it whitens the teeth, purifies the mind, is good for the foul breath of the mouth, extinguishes [the fire ofl the bile, dries the phlegm,66 strengthens the gums, strengthens the flesh between the teeth,67 makes the sight clear and sharp, puts an end to constipation and stimulates the appetite.68
But at the same time we saw that even al-Washsha had to admit that under certain conditions it can have a detrimental effect on the different parts of the mouth. A more convincing source of information is the clinical experience of those physicians69 who witnessed the harmful effects ofthe siwaik on the oral health of their patients. It is worth considering their opinion.
Hunayn b. Ish5q70 (809-873) wrote a work on dentistry, namely, K. hifz al-asniin wa-al-litha (On the Preservation of the Teeth and Gums)71 which is still in manuscript.
Fragments, however, are cited by al-Rizi72 (865-925) in his medical compendium K. al-haw7 (Liber Continens al-Washsha, namely, the common people. 'Isa b. Masawayh,77 also quoted by al-R zi, remarks: "The toothbrush (siwiik) dries the tongue and is good for the foul breath of the mouth; it purifies the brain, refines the senses, polishes the teeth, and strengthens the gums. Everyone should take that kind of toothbrush that suits him".78 As a remedy for those suffering from weak gums he advises dipping the toothbrush in extract of roses79 and rubbing the teeth with red sandalwood80 and cubeb pepper,8' of each one part; half a part of the ashes of reed;82 half a part of "seafoam";83 pyrethrum and mountain raisins,84 of each one sixth of a part; and one third of a part of fragrant aloewood.85
The close similarity between his praise of the siwak and that of al-Washsha' is remarkable as the following immoderate way (min ghayr istiqii' wa-ta'addin) which might cause injuries to the gums and the flesh between the teeth and remove it from there or move the teeth. 8) He should avoid those things which are especially harmful for his teeth, such as leeks,93 which are very harmful for the teeth and the gums, and the other drugs which I have mentioned in the chapter on the simple drugs.
Concerning the use of the toothpick, Ibn Sink makes the same reservation as Hunayn, namely, that one should use it in a moderate way. About the toothbrush he then remarks:
The toothbrush should be used in a moderate way (bi-l-i'tida1:), one should not use it to excess because this takes away the whiteness and moisture of the teeth and makes them disposed to receive the defluctions and vapours which arise from the stomach and which then cause a fissure. But In a chapter dealing with the stench and bad breath of the mouth'03 which is caused by corruption ('ufuna) of the flesh in the mouth, or by corruption (ta'affun) and decay (ta'akkul) of the teeth, or by corrupt ('afin) phlegm in the stomach, he describes a compound medicine to be chewed and then states: "The patient should use the toothbrush (siwiik) continually according to my prescription with sweet cyperus, and white sandalwood,104 for this is beneficial for a bad smelling mouth." As in the previous cases al-Majiisli recognises the value of a moderate use of the siwaik but warns against excesses. Concerning the toothpick, Ibn Butlan states that one should not use it continuously between the teeth; 105 about the siwak he says that it should be used with a piece of linen moistened with extract of roses. 106 It is probable that this advice is intended to prevent damage to gums and teeth. In summary, it may be said that there was a pre-Islamic custom ofcleaning the teeth with the siwiik to get them white and shiny. Although we do not know the extent to which the siwiik was used during the pre-Islamic period, it was certainly very popular in the Islamic period. We can derive this from the different Hadlith narrations about the intensive use of the siwaik by the Prophet. For these stories try to authorize a current practice by attributing it to him and by setting him as a standard. Probably due to the literal imitation of the Prophet, the siwak became so excessively used by the common people that it caused a twofold response: 1) from the educated elite who felt the need to limit the use of the siwiik to certain times and places, 2) from the physicians who strongly recommended the moderate use of the siwak, because in this manner it would whiten the teeth and strengthen the gums. But its immoderate use, according to them, would injure the gums and displace the teeth. Thus, their warning in this respect is loud and clear.
